Competitive release in microhabitat use among coexisting desert rodents: a natural experiment.
Competitive release among desert rodents on sand dunes of differing species richness was examined in the Great Basin and Mohave Deserts, USA. Expansions in microhabitat use were exhibited by the kangaroo rats Dipodomys ordii and D. merriami (granivorous heteromyid rodents, weighing 49 and 42 g, respectively) as the number of coexisting heteromyid species decreased geographically. Perognathus longimembris, the only common small heteromyid species (7 g) exhibited no competitive release. This may be due either to the absence of competitive interactions that affect the use of space by P. longimembris or to an unacceptable increase in risk of predation that precludes the use of more open microhabitats even in the absence of kangaroo rats. The breadth of microhabitat use of an omnivorous cricetid, Peromyscus maniculatus, decreased as the density of Perognathus longimembris increased, and increased as the density of conspecifics increased. The evidence for competitive release in Dipodomys and not in Perognathus is consistent with the hypothesis that species in the same guild and of similar size compete more intensely than species of disparate size.